The scientific literature is dying. It is full of lies and inaccuracies, and yet it is the body of knowledge on which you base your treatment decisions. How it got this bad is a tale of turning a blind eye, keeping up with the Joneses, and the bizarre belief that somehow medicine is above the corruption that plagues many aspects of life. We fear that the literature has received its 999th cut.
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In this issue (pp. 98-102), Elizabeth Wager has presumed your innocence and provided a guide to avoiding misconduct. We suspect that even if you read it, few of you will put it into practice. This is not to suggest that you are wilfully unethical people, just that all of you are working within a system in which it is difficult, if not impossible, to really serve the scientific literature. That researchers continue to operate within, and advocate, the system is the real crime.
The cuts that we refer to are the petty crimes that we all try to get away with. The very nature of these crimes is that while each seems almost harmless, especially in the short term, the totality of their impact is not. However, before we can consider them we need first to appreciate the idea of a 'scientific literature' and then describe, and put to one side, the big, obvious, egregious crimes that make their way into the lay media.
What is the scientific literature?
The scientific literature is greater than all of us. There may be great scientists in the world, there may be great institutions, there may even be great editors and journals, but none is above 'the literature'. If the scientific literature cannot be trusted, it is worthless. When an article is published, it is the duty of everyonethe funder, institution, author, reviewer, editor and publisher -to ensure that it truly adds value to the body of knowledge. That is not to say that everything has to be 'right' before it is published, just that everything should be published for the right reason -to try to add to the body of knowledge. Every time that motivation is corrupted or absent, the literature suffers, which means we all suffer.
The big, obvious, egregious crimes
There are some actions in which the motivation to add to the body of knowledge is clearly absent. These are the big crimes: not so much cuts as gunshots into the heart of the literature. Falsification, fabrication and plagiarism can be hard to prove, but when they are, the perpetrators should be removed from the world of science. Whether that removal should be permanent or for a defined period is questionable, but if you have understood what you were doing and you still did it, you should be punished. We would even suggest that if you are complicit in any of the above, you should also be punished for aiding and abetting. Without this, there is no deterrent to others tempted to commit these crimes.
A scientist who recently fired a number of gunshots into the heart of the literature is Eric Poehlman. 1 The Office of Research Integrity (ORI), which looks into issues that arise in research supported by the US Public Health Service, found that he published fabricated research in 10 articles. 2 Clearly, this is a big, obvious, egregious crime, and it attracted many column inches in the lay media. But we feel that the damage these articles did pales in comparison with the petty crimes perpetuated by academic culture.
The unhelpful culture of academia
Every community is divided into the haves and the have-nots. In academia this refers to tenure and funding. In order for the have-nots to become haves, they have to play within the rules of the system. One aspect of this is the tiresome mantra 'publish or perish'. As the online encyclopaedia Wikipedia puts it (with our italics): 'Frequent publication is one of the few methods at a scholar's disposal to improve his visibility, and the attention that successful publications bring to scholars and their sponsoring institutions helps ensure steady progress through the field and continued funding'. 3 The italicized words describe the unhelpful academic culture:
• 'Progress through the field and continued funding'.
Although this is about scientific progress, it is undoubtedly also about personal progress -which includes paying the bills, the mortgage, the school fees, and for holidays and the odd game of golf. Publishing, therefore, is a means to these ends, too. • 'Successful publications'. We all judge an article by the journal it is published in. We judge the journals by their impact factors. There are a zillion articles bemoaning the inappropriateness of the impact factor as a measure of journal quality. But it is all we have. So progress, to some extent, is based on an inappropriate measure. • 'Frequent publication'. One good publication could, quite reasonably, be considered a fluke. You have to keep doing it to get the visibility and attention that you and your sponsoring institution need. • 'One of the few methods'. Although we know there are problems with the system, we have to go with it as there are few (if any) alternatives.
So what academia is saying is that to become a 'have', you must publish lots in the best journals. It is important to note that the 'publish or perish' idea propagated by institutions does not speak about the scientific record and its importance.
So let's publish lots
The need is to publish, not to add to the body of knowledge, but to publish. By publishing you may be adding to the body of knowledge, but not necessarily. In fact, many ways to get lots of publications damage the body, like small cuts. For instance:
• Clinicians are told they 'need publications', so they make what they can of their clinical observations. If you have seen something interesting in your clinical practice, write it up, but do not make more of it than there is. If you have not seen anything interesting, do not use smoke and mirrors to make it seem as though you have -even if you do 'need publications'. • People claim to be authors even when they have not met authorship criteria. 4 Claiming authorship is like saying 'I did this' or 'we did this together'. You may think it is no big deal, but authorship is like an advert to your colleagues -'I know about this topic; let's chat'. If that is not true, then you are breaking down the communication possible within a community. In other industries it is called 'false advertising'. • Researchers slice their data into as many articles as possible. This can make sense if the amount of data is large and there are separate stories to be told, but more often than not the literature would benefit from there being one article (or as few as possible articles) in which the whole story is told, rather than leaving readers to find the different chapters in different journals. • Figures and illustrations are manipulated to make an article more publishable. Aside from the big, obvious egregious crime of falsifying or fabricating figures, some people clean them up to make them more interpretable and add weight to their article. But one person's background noise is another person's key finding. It is important to present findings as they are, otherwise you may inadvertently be hiding part of the story.
Some authors also feel the need to promote their work to improve its visibility. One way to do this is to make the abstract, the most visible aspect of an article, more attractive than the main article. This is because the abstract acts as a type of advertisement, especially when colleagues are searching through PubMed. We believe that if the abstract does not accurately reflect the content of the article, the author is lying.
Editors and publishers
Some people believe that editors are responsible for ensuring that the scientific literature is protected. In the same way that a researcher publishes primarily for academic progress, an editor edits to produce a journal. The idea of serving the scientific literature is incidental. It is not that either group neglects this duty, it is just that it is rarely their primary concern. Indeed, editors do not generally have the resources or the authority to investigate the possibility of misconduct with every manuscript.
Some people seem to think that publishers have a responsibility to serve the scientific literature. Indeed, some publishers project that image, as it is good marketing for them. This is almost laughable. Publishers exist to publish. There are countless stories of editors knowing that an article needs to be retracted but they are stopped from doing so because their publisher is worried about the legal implications (and especially the cost of such implications).
Enough of the doom and gloomsome solutions
We have to get back to remembering that publishing is about adding to the body of knowledge. The solutions, to our minds, are simple:
• First of all, accept that human beings are prone to cut corners and 'try it on'. To counter that, we need agreed definitions of acceptable publishing practices. • These definitions should be worked into a code of practice that becomes a standard part of every researcher's contract of employment. • Academic institutions trade on the trust and respect given to the scientific literature, so they should be key in defending its integrity. Institutions need to investigate when transgressions are alleged, and act when those allegations prove to be true. • Finally, the main bibliographic databases need to make it obvious when an article has been retracted, or a correction to it has been published, to prevent continued use of unreliable articles.
More complex is changing the academic mind-set of 'publish or perish' -alternatives need to be sought to assessing researchers' performance beyond how many articles have been published and in which journals.
While thinking about this article, we came across the following quotation of the Swiss philosopher Henri-Frédéric Amiel: 'The test of every religious, political, or educational system is the man that it forms'. The system of publishing in academia is forming researchers who think nothing of muddying the literature with petty crimes and lies. To quote Amiel again: 'Truth is not only violated by falsehood; it may be equally outraged by silence'. Let's not be silent any longer.
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